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Chiu-ma gave Yaochin a complete change of clothes and housed
her in the best room in her establishment. She served her the best
of food and drink and comforted her with kind words. When
after a few days Yaochin heard nothing from Pu Chiao, she said
to Chiu-ma with tears in her eyes, "Why is it that Uncle Pu has
not come to see me?" "What Uncle Pu?" Chiu-ma asked. "The
man who brought me here," Yaochin said. "But he said that he was
your father," Chiu-ma said. Then Yaochin told her how she had
become separated from her parents, how Pu Chiao had found her
and traveled with her to Linan. "I might as well tell you the
truth," Chiu-ma said after she heard Yaochin's story. "That man
Pu sold you to me for fifty taels of silver. As you are more beautiful
than any of the girls that I have, I shall treat you as my own
daughter and see that you have the best of food and clothing the
rest of your life."
Yaochin cried bitterly on learning that she had been deceived
by Pu Chiao, and it was a long time before Chiu-ma was able
to quiet her. After this Chiu-ma changed her name to Meiniang
and taught her singing and dancing until she excelled in those
arts. By the time she was fourteen she had become a maiden of
extraordinary beauty, much sought after by the rich and noble
gallants of Linan. They came with generous offerings, some seek-
ing to enjoy her beauty, others to get scraps of her accomplished
verses and calligraphy. Soon she became one of the most famous
courtesans of the empire, and was nicknamed the "Queen of
Flowers."
Because of her fame she began to receive offers "to comb her
hair," though she was but fourteen. She was, naturally, unwilling
to have her chastity violated and Chiu-ma did not dare to force
her because she brought in so much gold.
Another year went by and Meiniang became fifteen. Now among
people of Chiu-ma's calling there were certain well-established
conventions governing the "combing of the hair." When it was
done at the age of thirteen, it was known as "testing the flower," a
very unsatisfactory proceeding because of the extreme youth of
die girl. It is seldom resorted to except by avaricious keepers who